CH. XXVI.

BESISTANCE TO  THE MILITIA ACT.                    15

order to send them to Botany Bay. The officers of the new
force were all Protestants, while the privates were Catholics, and
there was a growing belief that the Ministers were hostile to
the Catholics and had not forgiven their recent agitation. The
attitude of the grand juries, and the speeches of Foster, and still
more of Fitzgibbon, had created suspicions which were indus-
triously fanned, and which passed swiftly and silently from cabin
to cabin. In nearly every county there was resistance, and in
some it was very formidable. At Athboy, in the county of
Meath, 1,000 men took arms. They searched the country houses
for guns, and resisted the soldiers so effectually that the result
was a drawn battle in which several men were killed. An attack
was made on the town of Wexford in order to rescue some
prisoners. The expense of soldiers billeted among the people,
the fines exacted when the Act was not obeyed, the severe
punishment of rioters, many of whom besides long periods of
imprisonment were publicly and severely whipped, and the acts
of violence and injustice which were tolerably certain to be occa-
sionally perpetrated by soldiers and perhaps by magistrates in a
society so convulsed and disorganised, all added to the discon-
tent. In three or four months, it is true, the military riots were
allayed by a measure encouraging. voluntary enlistments and
making some provision for the families of those who were drawn
by lot, but they contributed largely to the growing disaffection
and to swell the ranks of the Defenders.1

There are numerous letters about these disturbances among
the Government papers, but in reading them we must remember
the great difficulty Irish magistrates have always had in pene-
trating the secret motives and intentions of the Catholic
population, and the strong fear which actuated many who had
bitterly opposed the recent Relief Acts. In Sligo and Ros-
common it was reported that < almost the whole of the lower
orders of Roman Catholics are in a state of insurrection1
about the Militia Act; and although by the prompt and ener-
getic action of the magistrates in those counties the move-
ment was soon checked, it was spreading to Mayo, and it had
become c obvious that under one pretext or another the minds of

1 McNevin; Candid Account of the     p. 60;    Gordon, History of Ireland
Disturbances in tlie County of MecutJi^     ii. 335, 336.